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INTRODUCTION
In recent years representational painting has been rejuvenated, thus
becoming a popular means of expression for many artists. With the decline
of the nonobjective, Abstract Expressionist period of the 1950' s and early
60*
s, recognizable objects began to reappear in Pop Art works. With the
decline of Pop in the late 1960 's, the use of subject matter was passed on
to the Photo-Realists and the New Realists. While Photo-Realism is now
past its prime, New Realism and/or Representational Painting is a major
force in painting today. Most of these artists work from life using the
figure, the still life, or the landscape as subject matter.
As a representational painter, I do favor this renewed interest in
drawing skills and the ability to render objects faithfully- However, I
also find that much representational painting today is lacking the essen
tial elements that constitute truly good works of art.
Many painters today seem to place a major emphasis on creating a be
lievable illusion, using a variety of techniques to achieve this goal.
While the technical aspects are usually quite advanced and often impressive,
I feel that these "tricks of the trade" are not enough to carry a good
painting. Illusionism, no matter how proficient technically, is meaningless
when it exists for its own sake.
Good representational painting must deal with the formal elements as
well as the illusionistic qualities. Composition, size and shape, spatial
relationships, and color must all be taken into consideration as the idea
for the painting is conceived and developed. These are important elements
that make up good painting, and they have been proven successful through
time and tradition. Only in recent history have they been ignored in such
widespread fashion.
Another problem I find with much of contemporary representational
painting is that a lot of imagery, while it may be impressive, is also
impassive. Although many of the works are grandiose in scale, they seem
to lack sincerity. They often read as skillful exercises with paint and
canvas, yet they fail to convey the spirit, the intimate feeling, the atti
tude of the painter towards his subject.
I believe a lot of these problems stem from the fact that too often
great artists of the past are either overlooked or rejected by painters
today. They should instead be used as resources, inspirations and influences
for an artist must be aware of what has been done before him. "An histori
cally ignorant painting has no better claim to attention than the ideas of
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an economist who never heard of the stock market crash." The painter who
ignores history in his quest for "uniqueness" lives and works by his own
superficial set of rules . The serious painter must look at and study the
great paintings of the past, for I believe all good art is to be passed on.
By this I do not mean that one should copy or model oneself after past ar
tists, but one should study them, be humbled by them, and come to realize
what makes their work important.
Through my own studies of past artists, I have found common elements
of interest with a select number of painters whom I feel have influenced my
work. Therefore, I have chosen to write about them and include them as a
very important part of my thesis. They are: Edward Hopper, Charles Sheeler,
Georgia O'Keefe, Giorgio Morandi, and Charles Burchfield.
While I admire each of these painters for their individual accomplish
ments, I also feel that they have certain tendencies in common. Each of
them deals with his environment or surroundings things in reality that
provide a stimulus for their work. They give importance to the everyday
object, whether it be sunlit houses, industrial smokestacks, an adobe struc
ture, bottles on a table, or an icy street. They each emphasize in their
work that part of reality which is important to them. In this sense, I feel
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closely related to these painters. I believe I share a common goal with




Edward Hopper is often thought of as a painter of the "American Scene",
most notably of the
1920'
s, 30' s, and
40' s. His paintings present to us
places of that period in history in a straightforward, objective way. "He
had an unerring eye for the character of places: the monotonous regularity
of most city streets; the outskirts of the city, where the apartment houses
that the city has not grown up to stand solitary among empty lots; or by con
trast, those sections where the suburbs have been engulfed by the spreading
town, as in "East Wind over Weehawken", with its sad, discordant houses - a
portrait of much of the United States, where each man builds without regard
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to his neighbors." Unlike many painters whose work is an escape from the
real world, Hopper's is the real world. He responds to what he sees every
day whether it be beautiful or ugly. There is no room for sentimentality in
Hopper's work, yet there is strong human feeling in all of his work.
While Hopper usually is mentioned as a painter of the "American Scene",
I admire his work mostly for its strength and solidity. His use of light
creates form without any doubts. The strong light is a trademark of his
work - he uses it not only for realistic effects, but also to set up abstract
patterns of light and dark for compositional purposes. In this respect he can
be thought of as the "total" painter. While keeping the color and light of
his paintings very naturalistic, along with accurate rendering of form and
perspective, Hopper arranges his compositions quite thoughtfully with much
concern for space, shape, and size relationships. "Their strength is not on
the surface, but in all the elements form, space, color, design - that make
up the
whole." While abstract patterns of light often create interesting
two-dimensional shape relationships, Hopper never allows the abstraction to
overpower the subject. Instead, the abstract qualities always work positively
in reinforcing the image, thus making it stronger.
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Another thing I find interesting in Hopper's paintings is his way of
achieving monumental ity. Through his simplification of form and his bold
ness of design, along with the sometimes harsh light, Hopper gives a feeling
of great importance to the everyday object. His famous painting of 1925,
"House By The Railroad", is a good example of this. Although the painting
is only 24 by 29 inches (small by modern standards), its subject is presented
with great stature. The old house with its mansard roof, tall tower, and
great, red chimneys is centrally located and fills the major portion of the
sky, which is used as a backdrop. The viewpoint is one of looking up at the
house, the eye level being just about even with the'top of the railroad
tracks in the foreground. By using this angular viewpoint Hopper automati
cally gives the house a bigness of scale. He then adds to this by casting
a strong light on the house, thus emphasizing its structure and solidity.
Also, other than for the strong horizontal of the railroad tracks, the house
is presented by itself without trees or people, adding to its monumentality
even more. It stands alone, quietly yet forcefully.
There is a feeling of loneliness in most of Hopper's work his places
are quiet with few people or no people at all. "'Early Sunday Morning' is an
empty street before anyone is up, with a row of identical houses. The mono
tony and loneliness of the city have seldom been so intensely conveyed. Yet
the final emotion is affirmative: clear morning sunlight, stillness, and a
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sense of solitude that is poignant yet serene." It's as if Hopper has
captured a moment in time - yet, unlike so much of Impressionist Painting, it
is not a fleeting moment. It is a moment that requires a lot of thought,
contemplation, or perhaps, meditation. His paintings impart not only the
illusion, but also the
"essence" of reality.
CHARLES SHEELER
Charles Sheeler was one of a group of painters during the 1920 's who
were called the "Precisionists". "The adjective 'Precisionist ' was used by
writers - especially Henry McBride - to characterize a rigorous, sharply
defined painting style that ranged from photographic realism to abstraction
applied to themes derived from the American environment." While Sheeler' s
paintings range from periods of detailed realism to simplified abstraction,
there is a precision and order in his work that is prevalent. Through care
ful selection and arrangement of his subjects Sheeler presents a stark view
of reality.
While the subject plays an important role in the paintings of Charles
Sheeler, it is what he does with the subject that makes his work unique.
This is especially true with the works he produced during the 1920 's and 30 's,
During this period Sheeler worked in a simplified-realist manner. By care
fully arranging, and then simplifying his subject matter to its essential
form and structure, Sheeler invented a realism that could exploit the ab
stract qualities inherent in the objects he chose to paint. "During this
period, when
Sheeler' s art was poised between reality and abstraction, he
produced works which, for their cold, objective honesty, their cleanness
and simplicity, are among his
finest."
Unlike Hopper ; whose abstraction works for the strength of the imagery,
Sheeler' s abstraction works more for its own sake. In many of his paintings
Sheeler' s main concern is with the shapes themselves, rather than what the
shapes represent. This is especially true with his more simplified, flatter
works, where the subject is obviously secondary in importance. The design
is of the utmost importance in these works. There is a careful balance
among the horizontals, verticals, and diagonals. Through variation in the
size of the shapes and the intervals between them, Sheeler creates interest
ing, dynamic compositions.
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Like Hopper, most of Sheeler 's works are not that large - yet, they
achieve a sense of bigness of scale within the limited size. "In a time
that craves bigness in a literal way and a lot of excitement with which to
fill it, a small painting which expands in the remembering mind becomes im-
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portant for that very reason."
Above everything else I believe that the "essence" of
Sheeler' s work
is order. The accidental occurrences and flaws of reality are omitted so
that one can enjoy the emphasis placed upon the purity and serenity of the
essential forms. His works conceal any kind of emotion or sentimentality
towards his subject. "Sheeler' s unpopulated landscapes and city views are
Q
eternalized visions, safe from the erosion of time and nature." In this
sense Sheeler' s work can be called Classical - his paintings present to us
a world of austerity and perfection.
GEORGIA O'KEEFE
Georgia O'Keefe, like Charles Sheeler, is often mentioned in relation
to the "Precisionist" group of the 1920' s. While the term
"Precisionist"
seems to fit Sheeler' s work, I believe the term "Purist" is much better
suited to O'Keefe 's work. Although many of her paintings are developed in
a precise, sharply defined manner, they usually have a lyrical softness about
them. By the mid-1920's she had developed her style of "...broad, clean
color-areas, sharp definition of edges, imperceptible color gradation, and
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striking pattern."
O'Keefe 's painting never exploits the geometric qualities that are so
important in the works of Sheeler, Demuth, and others. She has never been
that interested in the phenomena of American industry, so often portrayed
by these men in a sharp, hard-edged manner. Instead, she searches for a
simple pureness of form to convey the beauty of the everyday object objects
she feels close to. This is the case in all her work, whether the subject is
flowers, barns, animal bones, the desert landscape, or adobe structures.
Simplicity is the key to purity and beauty for O'Keefe. By eliminating
the unnecessary detail and visual disturbances of nature she creates an ideal
world. By keeping the colors pure and the shapes simple she expresses her
unique sensitivity in a very direct, clearly defined style. In her painting
"White Barn, No. 1" she succeeds in dealing with the problem of painting a
sharp, geometric, architectural structure in a beautiful way. By choosing a
directly frontal viewpoint she emphasizes the flat, two-dimensional qualities
of one side of the building. It is a long, horizontal building placed sym
metrically on a long, horizontal canvas, extending completely across from
edge to edge of the picture plane. The light sky, the long, black roof, the
white wall of the barn, and the two large, symmetrically placed doors, along
with a small, dark strip of land in the foreground make up all of the
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necessary components. The edges are painted carefully and distinctly, yet
they are not ruler-straight - instead, they are painted with an organic,
curvilinear ease. The painting is a realization of purity and beauty - the
abstract and the real are combined in a magical, charming way - O'Keefe's way.
Another interesting aspect I find in O'Keefe's work is that while her
paintings vary from total abstraction to detailed realism, they all are filled
with vitality. They explore the abstract and the physical qualities of nature.
In her large, close-up flower paintings one can appreciate the softness and
delicacy of the carefully painted petals. At the same time, these very
*
realistically painted flowers, because they are presented larger than life
(one flower fills an entire canvas), can be seen as large abstract shapes -
areas of pure form and color. This dualism of abstraction and reality also
exists in her most abstract works, but in a different way. While the image
may consist of only a few, simple abstract shapes, there is always an earthi-
ness or airiness conveyed by the organic quality of the shapes. This seems
to be the "essence" of O'Keefe's work - a most unique ability to combine
abstraction and realism, boldness and delicacy, in a pure, timeless attitude.
GIORGIO MORANDI
It is impossible to categorize Giorgio Morandi with any group, style,
or movement. His art is based on a very personal vision, one that has been
developed throughout his quiet, humble existence. "In the midst of the
conflicting currents of modern art Morandi 's work is a haven. His gentle
landscapes and still lifes are easily underestimated because they are stated
in such simple terms, yet they are images of everyday truths made significant
by the artist's remarkable perception." It is the simple, humble side that
makes Morandi 's work stand out. The "understatement" quietly draws attention
during a time when many works of art scream for attention.
Early in his career Morandi was associated with the Metaphysical move
ment, his work of that period closely resembling DeChirico's. The paintings
he produced then are dry and linear in technique. Pictorial ly they consist
of several carefully arranged and meticulously rendered objects unusual ob
jects such as mannequin heads without faces, austere, white bottles, and a
variety of unknown geometric elements. While these works are impressive and
often mysterious, they tend to read as studies, formal exercises of a young
artist who is searching.
After abandoning his metaphysical phase around 1920, Morandi cut off all
ties with painting styles or movements of the period. Instead, "...his work
becomes isolated and its only visible source lies in the relationship with
the man and the problems of his life."
'
Like O'Keefe, Morandi turned to the
objects in his everyday environment - landscapes with little buildings and
hilly countryside, and still lifes with bottles, cups, and bowls. But, while
O'Keefe expresses beauty through exultation and glorification of the subject,
Morandi achieves a quiet, poetic beauty by playing down the subject.
By working with a limited palette of ochres, browns, silvery-blues, grays,
and blue-greens, Morandi expresses his feelings about nature and beauty.
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While his colors are limited, they work in harmony with each other and re
veal an earthy richness. Also, the light in Morandi 's paintings is often a
warm and hazy light. Rarely is there evidence of a strong, direct light.
The warmth of his light reminds one of the light of Vermeer and Corot - two
masters who probably influenced him. To add to the richness of his color
and light, Morandi applies his paint thickly and sensuously ; often follow
ing the shape of the object with the brush, thereby building a physical
edge. Also, Morandi's variety of compositional arrangements with such few,
simple objects is astounding. To tirelessly produce such a number of paint
ings, each of them unique and fresh, reveals Morandi*' s great perception of
the various nuances of nature.
In his work, Morandi conveys the universal through the personal. Through
a feel for tradition and an extraordinary personal vision his art speaks the
truth. It is a search for the "essence of reality."
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CHARLES BURCHFIELD
Charles Burchfield is often referred to as a "Regionalist" painter,
most notably for his somber, small-town, realistic scenes of the 1920 's and
30's. However, this is only one phase of his life's work, the middle phase.
There is also the early works - exuberent, freshly executed watercolors ex
pressing "childhood nostalgia", mostly in the form of landscape. And then
there are the later works - large watercolors built up layer upon layer,
attempts to "convey nature's most delicate nuances of mood - even the sounds
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of insects and animals which permeated the forest." These three phases
of Burchfield's work, while they are different from one another, all share
a basic, undeniable similarity. That is, in all his work, Burchfield responds
to a particular aspect of reality. This is the "essence" of his art - an
attempt to express his most intimate feelings toward the various moods of
nature.
While it is obvious that Burchfield's landscape and forest paintings
deal with the moods of nature, the same is true for his paintings of houses,
buildings, and street scenes. This is evident not only by the imagery of
these works, but also by the titles he has given them. The titles often
refer to either a time of the year; a time of day, or a kind of weather.
For example; "Winter Sun and Barnyards", "End of the Day", "Rainy Night",
"August Afternoon", "Winter Twilight", "November Evening", "Six O'clock",
"Frosted Windows", and "Ice Glare", just to name a few. These are all
paintings in which Burchfield uses buildings as his subject matter - but
only in the most literal sense. The real subject is the realm within which
the buildings exist; and that is nature.
In this respect, Burchfield is a romantic painter in the truest sense
of the word. He never allows the man-made to overpower nature. Instead,
he transforms the man-made elements to the point where they take on anthro-
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pomorphic qualities, and work in harmony with nature. "Burchfield's
houses are personalities, his automobiles animals; there is a spiritual
13
communication between animate and inanimate objects..."
Burchfield achieves this animation through various exaggerations
of shape and form, and through his highly personal style of brushstrokes,
He is not afraid to improvise and make changes in his work. There is a
careful balance between accuracy and distortion, reality and fantasy.
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REFLECTIONS: MY OWN WORK
As I mentioned previously, I feel closely related to the five
painters I have discussed. I believe I share common elements of interest
with them the most important is that I, like them, respond to the
everyday environment and try to portray its "essence." In my work, the
"essence" that I strive for is based on a simplification of reality.
Simplifying and omitting unnecessary detail allows me to emphasize the
various aspects of reality that I am most attracted to.
Shapes , the abstract components that make up composition, are very
important in my work. Through careful arrangement and placement of the
shapes on the picture plane, I try to arrive at a good composition.
Simplification allows freedom in the arrangement of the shapes and em
phasizes their importance. I find paintings made up of only a few, simple
shapes to be much stronger than those which contain many small, separate,
and overly detailed areas.
While shape, a two-dimensional element, is important in my work,
form is of equal importance. I try to present the objects in my paint
ing as solid volumes in three-dimensional space. Simplification enables
me to emphasize the solidity of the forms in a clear, distinct manner.
In this way, shape and form become one, together building the structure
of the painting.
Structure is the groundwork in my painting I try to keep it
simple and solid. Once the structure is established, through a number
of sketches dealing with shape, form, and compositional variations, I
then make decisions involving color and light.
As the ideas for my paintings originate from drawings and sketches
done on location, it is often the light that attracts me to a particular
place. In my work, I often use light in a naturalistic way to convey a
particular kind of atmosphere or a certain time of day. While I often
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portray the luminous and atmospheric qualities of light in my work, I
also use light to give greater definition to form. I respond to abstract
patterns of light on a group of objects, and I often use cast shadows to
add a subtle drama or to create strong diagonal lines and shapes to
offset the basic horizontals and verticals of the composition.
Through my need to emphasize structure, I often play down the color.
While I try to arrive at a richness of color, often through the use of
underpainting with complementaries, I keep the colors somewhat muted. Overly
intense color would overpower, and detract from the structure. With the
color I try to harmonize the painting by making it overall warm or cool,
depending on the mood or time of day I am concerned with.
In my painting, the ideal that I attempt to arrive at is one where
I can exploit the various abstract qualities inherent in nature, while
maintaining the human feeling. This requires a careful balance between
the objective and the subjective while too much emphasis on the for
mal elements will make the painting too analytical, too much emphasis on
the literal elements will make the painting too sentimental. Through
selectiveness and compromise I try to deal with both sides. The end
result of my painting comes through a method of synthesis and invention
that is derived from a direct response to nature it is what I believe
to be the "essence of reality."
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